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Towards Peer Presence in Post-Disaster
Governance: An Empirical Study
BY SHAHLA F. ALI*

Abstract
Recent experience reminds us the United States is anything but
immune to the effects of major natural disasters; in 2012 Hurricane
Sandy demolished the entire eastern seaboard, impacted 24 states and
caused $50 billion to $68 billion of damage.' As natural disasters
occur with increasing frequency, there is growing interest and
Empirical research
scholarship in disaster relief governance.
regarding the mechanisms of post-disaster local governance is
therefore timely given the scale and magnitude of suffering involved.
The findings presented in this article draw on the attitudes and
perceptions of practitioners working in disaster response fields to
provide us with insights into the dynamics, challenges and lessons
learned from the perspective of those directly engaged in the work of
post-disaster relief. The principal finding of this paper, based on
survey data and follow-up questions with 96 humanitarian aid
practitioners, is that there is a statistically significant correlation
between the level of "peer" engagement with local residents and the

*Associate Professor and Deputy Head (Department of Law), Deputy Director,
Program in Arbitration and Dispute Resolution, Faculty of Law, University of Hong
Kong. B.A., Stanford University; J.D. and Ph.D., Boalt Hall School of Law, University
of California at Berkeley. The author thanks the Government of Hong Kong's
University Grants Committee for its kind support through its ECS Grant (HKU
757412H).
For complete discussion, see SHAHLA ALI, GOVERNING DISASTERS:
ENGAGING LOCAL POPULATIONS IN HUMANrARIAN RELIEF (Cambridge University
Press 2014).
1. Eric Blake et al., Tropical Cyclone Report: Hurricane Sandy, 22 - 29 (Feb. 12,
2013).
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perceived effectiveness of response. In-depth knowledge about the
elements of post-disaster humanitarian aid coordination efforts will
be essential to understanding the role of states, transnational
governance and legal networks, and global nonstate actors in order
contribute to effective post-disaster responses. Such insights will be
particularly useful, as states and organizations increasingly
implement and coordinate relief efforts with civil society participants.
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Introduction
As research on law and humanitarian aid has expanded over the
last 30 years, findings have led to valuable insights into the
influences, opportunities, and constraints of humanitarian
intervention following natural disasters. Efforts have been made in
recent years by the United Nations (UN), the European Union (EU)
and the International Law Commission (ILC) to develop a growing
body of disaster response principles. 2 With developments in
information technology and both regional and global integration of
governance networks, humanitarian aid is becoming more global. At
the same time, recent experience tells us the success of post-disaster
humanitarian aid efforts is ultimately measured by the extent to
which local actors are effectively involved in decision-making
processes concerning relief efforts.
The findings of this article echo recent insights from socio-legal
scholars of disaster studies. In particular, the idea that "factors of
inequality contribute to producing higher rates of vulnerability" in
disaster contexts and usually reflect "the profound asymmetry that
divides those who decide from those who will be affected by such
decisions." 3 The origins and effects of disasters are "global and local
at the same time." 4 Yet the nature and quality of response varies.

International "presence" 5 whether it be "sheer, me[re] or peer," gives
rise to widely differing levels of engagement. Me[re] presence or to
put it simply, "passively just being there," 6 falls short of genuine peer
presence, which is necessary because it "trains [community
members]" 7
The findings of this article speak to the growing literature on post2. See INTERNATIONAL LAW AND HUMANITARIAN ASSISTANCE: A CROSSCUT
THROUGH LEGAL ISSUES PERTAINING TO HUMANITARIANISM (Hans-Joachim & Andrej

Zwitter eds., 2011).
3. Valerio Nitrato Izzo, Law, State and the Politics of Catastrophes: A Critical
Perspective on Epiphanies of Injustice and the Need for Protection, DISASTER AND
SOCIOLEGAL STUDIES (Susan Sterett ed., 2013).
4. Id. at 225.

5. KIMBERLEY COLES, DEMOCRATIC DESIGNS: INTERNATIONAL INTERVENTION AND
ELECTORAL PRACTICES IN PoSTWAR BOSNIA-HERZEGOVINA 108 (2007).
6. Id.
7. Id.
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disaster resilience, reflecting that "emergency response teaches people
that they must rely on each other, and ...that those who respond first

to claims in disaster are neighbors." 8 This literature of internalized selfgovernance posits that "people are to be ready to become someone new
when disaster strikes...9 It calls on policy makers to ask themselves

"who is the community" that is affected by displacement:1 0 and "allows
the mobilizing for justice... sometimes bringing partial compensation
or regulatory improvement."11 At the same time, the findings warrant
caution, as critics of resilience note.12 This will be discussed in greater
detail below.
Summary of Findings
The findings of this article can be grouped into three areas. The
first area reports on the correlation between post-disaster program
effectiveness and level of engagement with local communities. Here,
the data suggests a statistically significant correlation between
perceived program effectiveness and level of community
engagement (see Table 2). The second part reports on insights from
practitioners regarding the strengths and challenges of existing
disaster relief programs. The findings here indicate that international
institutions face the greatest challenge in effective engagement with
local communities; while state agencies are in a somewhat better
position to collaborate and coordinate in response planning. The final
part synthesizes practitioner suggestions for improving the overall
process of response.
Given the challenges in localized disaster response, practitioners
had a number of suggestions for improving the overall quality of
local-global coordination in humanitarian relief efforts. These
suggestions include training, logistical support, improvement in
networking and coordination, planning at the community level,
8. Susan Sterett, Introduction,in DISASTER AND SOCIOLEGAL STUDIES (2013).
9. Id. See Pat O'Malley, "Uncertain Governance and Resilient Subjects in the
Risk Society." at 15.
10. Susan Sterrett & Jennifer Reich,. Prayer and Social Welfare: Race and Service After
HurricaneKatrina, in RACING THE STORM. (H. Potter, ed., 2007).
11. Sterett, supra note 8, at 165.
12. Brad Evans & Julian Reid, RESILIENT LIFE: THE ART OF LIVING DANGEROUSLY
(Wiley, 2014).
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accountability, information sharing, as well as, greater attention to
cultural sensitivity and language.
Survey Data Collection Method
Survey data was collected in order to gain insight into the
planning, implementation, and distribution of humanitarian postnatural disaster aid as well as the influence of local involvement, if
any, and resulting challenges and lessons learned. While it must be
noted that "the random nature of disasters and multiplicity of players
makes comprehensive analysis difficult," 13 and given the small
sample size (n= 69) the purpose of the survey is not to provide
generalizable findings, but rather to offer insights into how some
practitioners are learning from the challenges of effectively engaging
with communities in the wake of a disaster.
The survey questionnaire contained a quantitative part asking for
"yes-no" answers and numerical responses in the form of percentage
estimates or evaluations according to a five-point scale. It also had a
"supplemental" part containing qualitative, open-ended questions
asking for personal observations, judgments, and proposals.
The first part of the survey asked participants for background
information on their organizational affiliation and the number of
years they have worked in disaster aid. The second part of the survey
examined the nature and extent, if any, of participants' collaboration
with local communities in disaster relief. The final part examined the
strengths and challenges in local collaboration, and suggestions for
improving the process of local engagement.
The sample pool consisted of humanitarian aid practitioners
working in post-disaster response from over 18 countries and
regions. The sample group was selected from contacts made with
members of over 20 organizations. Including the Asia Foundation in
Beijing, Oxfam in Boston, Massachusetts, USAID in Washington, DC,
RedR in India, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs in Geneva, UN Women in New York, UNDP in Bangkok,
Thailand, the World Health Organization, Mercy Malaysia, the Cash

13. Thomas E. Drabek & David A. McEntire, Emergent Phenomena and
MultiorganizationalCoordinationin Disasters:Lessons from the Research Literature, INT'L
J. EMERGENCIES AND DIsAsERs (2002).
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Learning Partnership in Oxford, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation
in Seattle, Washington, the CDC in Atlanta, GA, Fundacion Macau,
and individuals working at Red Cross centers in Yangoon, Myanmar,
Lijiang, Hainan and Shenzhen, Peoples Republic of China, Hong
Kong, Houston, Texas, Macau SAR and Istanbul, Turkey and Haifa,
Israel, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia the International Committee for the
Red Cross and Humanitarian and Disaster Aid research centers at
Tufts University, Harvard University, and UC Berkeley. Of the
respondents, 55 worked for an international organization, 9 worked for
a private entity, 3 worked for a state agency, and 7 worked for a
public/private partnership organization. The majority of respondents
(36) had more than ten years of experience.
Figure 1: Years of Experience

How long have you worked In lhe field of
humanltarlan/dlsaster rellef?

0-3 years
20%

More than 10
years
51%

3-5 years
13%
15-7 years
9%
\7-1 0 years
7%

The survey was conducted between April 2013 and January
2015. A total of 71 surveys were distributed in-person and then
initiated via a web link portal and 69 surveys were completed. The
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questions and survey links were distributed in-person at
humanitarian aid centers throughout the world, to members of the
International Humanitarian and Development Professionals Group
and attendees at the "Human Security: Humanitarian Perspectives
and Responses" conference in Istanbul, Turkey and the "International
Humanitarian Conference" in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia in 2013.

Program Effectiveness
Perhaps the most significant survey finding is the existence of
a statistically significant correlation between program effectiveness
and community engagement in disaster response. Those that selfreport high levels of community engagement also perceive their relief
programs to be more effective than those that report low levels of
community engagement. This reflects a growing body of research
that collaboration and active participation of multiple stakeholders,
are seen as the "core" principles of new governance, 14 and that largescale public challenges benefit from local decision making.'5 This is
because experimentation, inclusion of local knowledge, and
collaboration between stakeholders can take place more readily in the
16
community context.
Figure 2: Program Effectiveness by Level of Engagement with Local
Community, 2013-14

Response
Very Effective
Limited
Effectiveness
Total

Level of Engagement
Highly
Minimal
Engaged
Engagement
39 (58%)
15 (22%)
4 (6%)
9 (13%)
(43)

(24)

Total
(54)
(13)
67

14. Id. at 205-206.
15. See Jerome Van der Heijden, Looking Forwardsand Sideways: Trajectoriesof New
Governance Theory 6 (Amsterdam Law School Legal Studies, Working Paper No. 201304).
16. Id.
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Note: The association between program effectiveness and level of
engagement is considered to be statistically significant according to
Fisher's exact test: The two-tailed P value equals 0.0088; it is also
significant according to the Chi Square test with Yates Correction
(Chi Square = 6.132; P = 0.0133).
The Role of the Local Community in Disaster Relief Work
In examining the relationship between local actors in disaster
relief work, the findings indicate that international institutions and
private agencies face the greatest challenge in effective engagement
with local communities, while state agencies are in a somewhat better
position to collaborate and coordinate on response planning. A total
of 66% of state agency respondents reported a "primary" or
"significant amount of collaboration" with the local community in
disaster response while, only 44% of private actors and 51% of
international agencies reported that relief efforts were "primarily" or
"significantly driven by local input" (see Figure 3).
These findings reflect the varying nature and quality of
reflected in scholarship on international
disaster response
"presence." 17 The findings indicate that international response has a
greater tendency to reflect either "sheer" or "mere" presence
(characterized by "social visibility" defined as an "implicit and
explicit show of international concern, resources and actions"18),
while state response may more closely approximate "peer" presence
characterized by the training of "[community members]." 19 Recent
scholarship describes an overriding "sense of frustration felt by many
inter-nationals... because their (implicit) model was not functioning
20
according to plan: their presence was often not enough." This is
reflected in the survey findings and follow-up questions, which are
discussed in greater detail below.
The findings on the varying proximity of collaborative
relationships with local actors in relief work also reflect the
aspirations of world community scholarship. The results also

17.
18.
19.
20.

Coles, supra note 5, at 92.
Id.
Id. at 108.
Id. at 102.
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demonstrate how changing notions of community influence
collective interest over "egoistic interests of individual states." 21 The
concept of community designated interactions in which "participants
in pursuit of their own objectives must regularly take account of the
activities and demands of others." 22 Research underscores the link
between perception and action through the observation that "it is the
perception of interdependence in community process that leads
participants to appreciate the relevance of pursuing common
interests and motivates them to clarify it."23 Here, the survey findings
indicate that the challenge continues to be the need for a shift in
perception of communities affected by disasters as "recipients of aid"
to peer partners in planning and relief.
Figure 3: Reporting Primaryor Significant Coordinationwith Local
Community by Response-Type
70%
60%
50%
40%

.

30% -i
20%
10%
0%
International

State

Public-Private

Private

21. Bruno Simma & Andreas L. Paulus, The "InternationalCommunity": Facing the
Challenge of Globalization,EUR. J.INT'L L., 9 (1998).
22. Myres S. McDougal, et al., THE WORLD COMMUNITY: A PLANETARY SOCIAL
PROCESS 753 (Faculty Scholarship Series 1988).
23. Id.
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Local Collaboration
Relief aid workers noted that when local-based partnerships in
planning take place, a number of positive outcomes result, including
more "effective communication," 24 "better long term sustainability,"
and "ownership in work," 25 "flexibility," 26 "partnership," 27 "trust" 28 and
"good relationships with the community" 29 and a more "culturally
accepted" approach. 30 In addition, such collaboration enables "the
parties involved to work in harmony with one purpose or goal.
Everyone feels part... of every resource." 31 Collaboration also enables
"smart planning [and] effective communication." 32 Other positive
outcomes include "transparency, commitment... team work" 33 and the
ability to reach a "targeted population." 34 In some cases this reflects the
possibility for a shift beyond "mere presence" to something more akin
35
to "peer presence."
Nature of Collaboration
In describing the nature of collaboration with community
members affected by disasters, respondents noted that perhaps the
most significant area of collaboration is in "implementation" (52
respondents). This is followed by "distribution" (45), "training" (42),
"planning" (35), and "priority setting" (28) in disaster relief (see
Figure 4). This reflects recent scholarship indicating that "the legal
framework of disaster response does not deal as well with long term

24. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent Uan. 13, 2014, 6:15 PM); all
interviews are on file with author.
25. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent Uan. 13, 2014, 5:51 PM).
26. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Nov. 18, 2013, 3:07 AM).
27. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Nov. 6, 2013, 11:52 AM).
28. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Nov. 5, 2013, 4:44 AM).
29. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Jan. 13, 2014, 4:43 PM).
30. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Jan. 13, 2014, 4:35 PM).
31. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Dec. 5, 2013, 8:26 PM).
32. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Dec. 2, 2013, 3:21 AM).
33. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Dec. 1, 2013, 3:27 AM).
34. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Nov. 28, 2013, 7:48 PM).
35. Coles, supranote 5, at 108.
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recovery" but rather reflects a tendency to focus on "short term"
36
efforts.
Figure4: Nature of Local Collaboration
80.00%.

70.00%60.00%.

50.00%,
40.00%,
30.00%20.00%10.00%.
n nn'

0

'1'

-

0
'9

.. P

Benefits of Collaboration:
Efficiency, Access, Information & Resilience
Disaster aid workers also shared their understanding of the
key benefits of local collaboration. These benefits fell in areas of
greater efficiency, improved access, networking and collaboration,
information sharing, integration of local knowledge, and improved
resilience which will be discussed in greater detail below. The most
significant benefit that was highlighted was "more effective
implementation" (33) followed by a "more targeted response/greater
understanding of needs" (27). This was followed by "more efficient
use of resources" (22) and all of the above (19).

36. Victor B. Flatt & Jeffrey J.Stys, Long Term Recovery in DisasterResponse and the
Role of Non-Profits in, DISASTER AND SOCIOLEGAL STUDIES (Susan Sterett ed., 2013).
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Figure5: Benefits of Local Collaboration
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Efficiency
Efficiency was identified as a key benefit of local
collaboration. One aid worker noted that with "no expenses for
expats, funding stays within the country, local and cultural specifics
are respected, needs of target groups are properly addressed
according to their needs instead of anticipating needs based on
western staff needs assessments, which are usually of bad quality." 37
Collaboration also leads to "better understanding of needs and better
and faster project implementation." 38 Furthermore, questions of scale
are relevant, as "a small yet effective" organization has considerable
39
strength in "local response."
Collaboration "minimizes resource wastage and promotes
efficiency and cost effectiveness." 40 A collaborative response also
draws on insights and local knowledge associated with "being part
of response/during and right after [a] disaster" 41 and "direct

37. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey
38. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey
39. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey
40. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey
41. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey

Respondent (Oct. 28, 2013, 6:40 PM).
Respondent (Oct. 28, 2013, 6:33 PM).
Respondent (May 4, 2013, 8:12 PM).
Respondent (Nov. 20, 2013, 11:59 PM).
Respondent (Oct. 29, 2013 6:56 PM).
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implementation and follow up." 42 It draws on the strength of "local
volunteers" and provides for "well established local organizations." 43
As one aid worker observed, "if the purpose is to achieve maximum
efficiency of a humanitarian assistance programs for a particular
situation, it would be illusory to go it alone[,] ignoring what actors
are doing or capable of doing in complement of a global effort." 44
Networking and Coordination
Respondents also noted increased strength in networking and
coordination systems through collaboration with local community
members. One aid worker noted, "we have bi-lateral relations with
local actors ...[which] link to wider coordination mechanisms which
include international and local actors." 45 The respondents said in
practice, "we work together in teams" 46 and the teams "make plans" 47
that "respect local initiatives." 48 Another respondent noted that her
organization is "Internationally and locally networked with
government agencies (embassies, foreign affairs ministries, health
departments, public universities), [the] public sector as well as other
NGOs / INGOs." 49 Drawing on local volunteers, through schools and
universities, was seen as a systematic way to coordinate with local
resources. One respondent noted that her organization "involve[s]
university students in [its] disaster preparedness programs." 50
Flexibility in coordination was also highlighted: "the primary idea is to
find a mechanism for coordination to ensure optimization of work,
51
relief and protection of lives."

42. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Oct. 28, 2013, 9:27 PM).
43. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Oct. 28, 2013, 8:17 PM).
44. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (July 16, 2013, 9:33 PM).
45. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Oct. 28, 2013, 11:24 AM).
46. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Jan. 13, 2014, 6:07 PM).
47. Id.
48. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Jan. 13, 2014, 5:51 PM).
49. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Jan. 13, 2014, 5:26 PM).
50. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Jan. 13, 2014, 5:05 PM).
51. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Dec. 2, 2013, 3:02 PM).
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Information Sharing and Access
Access and sharing of information was another benefit noted
in collaborative response. With local collaboration, aid workers "are
able to access local communities quicker and with appropriate
assistance. Local organizations also know the local dynamics and this
helps us to integrate protection and gender concerns effectively into
52
all programming."
Additional strengths from localized response programs were
53
evident in "information sharing ...and promoting good practices."
Many programs are increasingly devoting significant attention to
"vulnerability analysis and hazard mapping."5 4 Some developmentaloriented NGOs noted that "we almost always provide support in
regions where we are already deployed in development activities, so
we tend to have relationships with the communities and local supply
lines already established."5 5 "Good communication," "social media
outreach and volunteer coordination" were noted as strengths,
alongside "having a road map clearly indicating all points of action
[for] implementing the task."56 Another NGO noted that we "use a
57
science base for response."
Integrationof Local Knowledge and Resilience
Aid workers shared that they had seen improvement in
listening skills and integration of local knowledge in planning and
implementing relief activities. One noted that he saw "'better
understanding of needs' and better [and] faster project
implementation." 58 Another noted greater "local wisdom integration
in programming and priority setting [and] participation of community
institutions in coordination, implementation, monitoring and
evaluation." 59 Yet another aid worker mentioned there was a greater
"understanding of priorities and conditions [and] local knowledge of
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.

Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Nov. 25, 2013, 11:23 PM).
Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Jan. 13, 2014, 4:18 PM).
Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Dec. 10, 2013, 8:33 PM).
Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Dec. 5, 2013, 8:15 PM).
Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Apr. 26, 2013, 11:14 PM).
Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (May 10, 2013, 4:13 AM).
Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Oct. 28, 2013, 6:33 PM).
Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Oct. 28, 2013, 10:59 AM).
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the area" 60 including a "holistic approach and collaboration with
6
locals." 1
A key aim of localized response is the development of greater
resilience and strength such that local communities "organize and
drive the efforts, while 'outsiders' support in the ways requested by
locals, [this] allows (and encourages) the full capacity of the local
actors. Ownership and effectiveness are increased, which in turn
leads to greater resilience." 62 Overall, the concept of resilience,
understood as a "capacity to adapt and thrive in the face of challenge"
continues to be viewed largely as an objective of disaster response:
in the past decade, programs of resilience, and particularly
resiliency training, have been developed with the aim of creating
subjects able to thrive and prosper under conditions of extreme
uncertainty. They constitute a form of governance promoting a
63
positive "freedom to."
In summary, although numerous benefits can be associated with
greater community resilience, from a policy perspective, some
scholars have cautioned that these should not constitute an
abdication of responsibility on the part of the state or a claw back of
social welfare responsibilities. 64 The balancing of long term policy
aims of self-sufficiency and acute crisis support will remain at the
forefront of policy research for years to come.
Challenges in Disaster Aid
Individuals working at all levels of disaster relief, whether it
be within international entities, at state agencies, with local NGOs or
in private and public partnerships - all faced a number of challenges
in post-disaster response and coordination. These challenges include
effective coordination and access to funding, information, and
resources in volatile, cross-cultural and multilingual environments.

60. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (June 15, 2013, 10:23 AM).
61. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (May 22, 2013, 3:29 AM).
62. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (May 8, 2013, 11:01 PM).

63. Pat O'Malley, Uncertain Governance and Resilient Subjects in the Risk Society, in
Sterett ed., 2013).

DISASTER AND SOCIOLEGAL STUDIES (Susan

64. Id. at 36.
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For International Organizations
International respondents reported that perhaps the most
significant challenge facing international entities was that of
coordination, particularly given their distance from locally affected
populations. More specifically, survey participants noted difficulties
in "networking national-scale NGOs in each country," 65 integrating
diverse viewpoints "with various worldviews and needs" 66 and
67
achieving unity of action and movement "in the same direction"
while reconciling different "objectives and expectations" 68 including
70
"donors milestones" 69 with local "priority needs and expectations."
In addition, limitations were reported in "leadership and facilitation
for coordination" 71 to achieve "shared objectives" and "harmony"
among "diverse stakeholders and participants." 72 Given that in many
cases, "organisations are cumbersome and slow moving on policy
changes, and decentralisation of authority," 73 makes these challenges
even more difficult.
International aid workers also noted a funding crisis. One
respondent observed that "sustainable funding for our organizations
general fund needs to be larger so we can operate optimally." 74 In
addition to funding, financial oversight is another challenge. Several
respondents noted "difficulties with overseeing the management of
funds. Also there can be bias in the selection of project beneficiaries
as [the] local partner staff choose [the] areas of interest to them over
more needy areas." 75 On a related point, there was a need for
"efficient use of available resources." 76 In some cases, "resources are
spent for established international NGOs, [they have a] monopoly of

65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.
74.
75.
76.

Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview

with Disaster Aid Survey
with Disaster Aid Survey
with Disaster Aid Survey
with Disaster Aid Survey
with Disaster Aid Survey
with Disaster Aid Survey
with Disaster Aid Survey
with Disaster Aid Survey
with Disaster Aid Survey
with Disaster Aid Survey
with Disaster Aid Survey
with Disaster Aid Survey

Respondent
Respondent
Respondent
Respondent
Respondent
Respondent
Respondent
Respondent
Respondent
Respondent
Respondent
Respondent

(Jan. 13, 2014, 5:58 PM).
(Jan.13, 2014, 5:51 PM).
(Jan. 13, 2014, 5:51 PM).
(Jan. 13, 2014, 4:18 PM).
(Dec. 6, 2013, 7:51 PM).
(Dec. 6, 2013, 7:51 PM).
(Dec. 2, 2013, 3:02 PM).
(Nov. 20, 2013, 11:59 PM).
(Nov. 19, 2013, 10:37 PM).
(Jan. 13, 2014, 5:26 PM).
(Nov. 25, 2013, 11:23 PM).
(Dec. 10, 2013, 8:33 PM).
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funding, spending and coordination among the established big
organizations and UN. Local structures only serve as auxiliaries and
are not taken serious[ly] in their expertise and possible
contributions." 77 One respondent noted that because of "funding
relationships, we miss opportunities for alternative collaborations"
78
and "we tend to look for local actors who look or behave like us."
This participant also noted that "externally: national actors often feel
79
alienated from international coordination systems."
Getting access to information, particularly in disaster areas,
was another major challenge noted by international agencies.80 This
manifested itself in lack of understanding of "the coordination
mechanism" 81 and "lack of situational awareness."82
Placing
83
"institutional interest" above "beneficiaries interest" can occur in
situations where a particular project is funded by an entity with strict
requirements on aid distribution absent awareness of local dynamics
and requirements for capacity building:
There is pressure to change our participatory approaches to fit UN
and RC-driven systems. Also, when under an implementation
contract from an external donor like WFP, the policies regarding
rationalization of losses and thefts etc. can result in long term
challenges for our development efforts. We are not free to require
communities to police themselves, participate actively in their own
distributions, and be responsive to such events. We try to work in
a sustainable/community-based approach even in relief settings
and strictly limit straight distribution, but this doesn't fit with other
agencies' models. 84
Effective functioning in volatile crisis environments directly
impacts issues of "staffing," "security" and "coordination." Several
85
survey participants noted that "accessibility to... insecure area[s]"

77.
78.
79.
80.

Interview with Disaster Aid Survey
Interview with Disaster Aid Survey
Interview with Disaster Aid Survey
Interview with Disaster Aid Survey

Respondent
Respondent
Respondent
Respondent

(Oct. 28, 2013, 6:40 PM).
(Oct. 28, 2013, 11:24 AM).
(Oct. 28, 2013, 11:24 AM).
(Jan. 13, 2014, 4:18 PM).

81.
82.
83.
84.
85.
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was a key challenge, alongside a "lack of security to reach isolated
areas" and under-representation of women. 86 One participant
observed that "disasters usually happen in remote areas, not
accessible by standard or common means of transport, making the
final leg of the delivery of the primary items, be they medicine, food
or other, difficult. The challenge is [to] make sure that the relief items
are delivered by the available means of transpiration by ground or
air." 87
While the importance of local collaboration is generally
understood - many noted the difficulty of "finding relationships," 88
particularly in light of "changing target area[s], beneficiaries and
interventions."8 9 Difficulties in coordinating with "[a]ll actors
present in the humanitarian arena" 90 and "coordination in general is
a challenge as there is a lack of leverage to engage incoordination
with local population[s], other organizations and governments." 91
Offering an introspective assessment, one aid worker noted "we do
not work [in a] participatory way when it comes to working with
92
target groups. Often the response is based on experience"
Centralized coordination is another difficulty. As one respondent
noted, there is "no one to create and host a platform to coordinate
players on relief works. Not all players are willing to communicate
with other players about their own programs." 93 These challenges
required several international NGOs to "redefine the role of the
organization in a distributed knowledge environment." 94 In addition,
some noted incidents of "corruption," "unfair recruitment," and
"unfair distribution of resources." 95
Aid workers also noted cultural and language barriers. There
was often a lack of "mutual understanding due to language
86.
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95.
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barriers." 96 One aid worker observed that "coordination operations
have extremely high transactions costs. Cultural differences require
careful negotiation. None of these operations are efficient. Usually,
financing, resources and patience is inadequate. Lack of imagination
97
and stereotypes also impair relief efforts."
For State Entities
The respondents who worked in state-led relief agencies
noted a number of challenges with communications, access, resource
support, and institutional integrity within disaster aid entities.
challenges
with the breakdown
of
Respondents noted
communications including "telephone lines." 98 Aid workers also
faced challenges in the context of "changing vulnerablities" 99 with
"adaptation." 100 In some cases "occupation restrictions"'101 posed
barriers to access. Several state respondents noted challenges in
relation to "shortages and irregularity of funding" 10 2 and "lack of
resources" 103 to address needs in a "timely manner." 04 In some cases,
state agencies can function on the basis of policies that "work against
effectiveness [in cases where] local actors are both powerful and
05
corrupt."'1
In Public-PrivatePartnerships
Similar to the challenges faced at international and state levels
- those working in the area of public-private partnerships also faced
difficulties in gaining accurate and "real information" 106 from the
affected population. Some respondents noted challenges with
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"tedious process" 10 7 and "politics on the ground." 108 Others faced
challenges "convincing the local public and government to [get]
involved in the programs" 10 9 and "getting all partners on board with
response." 110 A common concern, also often faced by state agencies
was, a "lack of resources,""' in terms of both finances and labor. Aid
workers echoed the "lack of resources and [man] power" 1 2 and "lack
of recognition and assistance from relief agencies." 1 3 One aid worker
mentioned that she faced challenges getting "support from
114
employees to understand volunteerism and community service."
For Local Aid Workers and NGOs
Local aid workers noted a number of challenges in
coordinating with their local counterparts. A core element of this
challenge seemed to lie in a tendency on the part of international
entities to place external, or international, goals over local needs. One
respondent observed a general "bias towards international staff
(mostly western)" and a "lack of seriousness when it comes to local
staff issues." 115 Another noted that his organization faced challenges
"navigating between competing local priorities and agendas of various
actors; overcoming inclusion and exclusion errors; managing biases
among actors and affected communities." 116
Challenges with
"corruption" and "staying neutral" were also noted. 1 7
At the same time, local protectionism may result in "local
partners . . . looking after their own benefit first" and therefore
"priority setting is sometimes difficult."" 8 Others viewed challenges
arising from "weak local infrastructure, communication, poor
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budgeting, local hurdles"" 9 as well as "dealing . . . with . . .
bureaucracy." 120 One aid worker noted, "in most situations, the
challenge is to reconcile objectives and aspirations of the state on the
territory of which the assistance is provided with those of the donors
supporting ...other organizations, and indeed with each actor's own
primary objectives. In the case of failed states, the challenge is to
identify (or be recognized, as the case may be) as the most appropriate
coordinator - the natural leader as it were."1 2' In some cases, "official
duty bearers (Governments), who have the primary role in assisting
their people . . . are all too often and easily left outside of the
humanitarian system, and thus not being held accountable for failure
to live up to their duty." 2 2
Similarly to the issue noted by aid workers, local respondents
also noted the need for greater training in language, 123 cultural
sensitivity and decision-making on the part of aid workers. One
noted that "finding 'outsiders' who know how to listen to locals is
always a challenge. 'While this is a learnable skill (and I teach it), it
shocking how many people don't see the need to listen." 124 Another
observed that "organisations heavily depend on our trained
international medical expert volunteers from Germany and Europe
and at times that is a challenge because cultural issues... cannot be
fully trained . . .so patience is needed for younger staff . . . and
empathy for older who always try to replicate old disaster situations
in a new context.. ."125 The ability to -make good decisions and set
priorities 26 was also noted as requiring further development.
For emergencies which require rapid response, when
international relief is requested, having a community-driven
response is perhaps among the greatest challenges in the localization
of relief work. One relief worker observed that:
Relief requires timely delivery of urgent basic services. Our
119. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Oct. 28, 2013, 11:39 AM).
120. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Apr. 27, 2013, 5:23 AM).
121. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (July 16, 2013, 9:33 PM).
122. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Oct. 28, 2013, 7:13 PM).
123. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Oct. 28, 2013, 8:17 PM).
124. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (May 8, 2013, 11:01 PM).
125. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Oct. 28, 2013, 6:42 PM).
126. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (May 1, 2013,4:40 AM).
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approach is based on enabling the local community to be the key
driver of its own development (we are primarily a "training"
organization using projects to help the people realize what they can
do once they accept to work together. We never want to create
dependency. In relief, we have to contribute financially a lot more
than what we would normally consider desirable. Another
challenge is to mobilize sufficient resources from the surrounding
villages in the state. We [have been able] however [to] react faster
than most international agencies because we were already there
and the money and goods that we got were local. Our resources
came mostly from the... rural area. Money from the government
took forever and with so many string[s] attached that we will not
27
repeat [that approach].
Other local respondents generally echoed the challenge of
"coordination" 128 and "lack of.. . involvement in decision making
and information sharing" and general difficulties "working together
129
[in] the field."
Local aid workers also identified "bad experiences"'130 with
"top down policies" 131 which result in "each actor tak[ing] his own
path and communities not being considered."'1 32 Some comments
such as, "some system is better than no system" and "the main issue
is to create understanding of the system and its usage by all"133 seem

to imply a belief on the part of some, that convincing local
communities to simply accept and adopt an external system - which
in many instances may not fit with local realities - reflects a form of
'participation.' In the absence of collaboration, often a disasterresponse is designed in a way that is "not necessarily made to meet
the real problems of beneficiaries but ...rather meet[s] the will and
objectives of donor regarding bilateral cooperation." 134 While
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improvement has been noted, one respondent observed that still
135
"integration of local state and non-state actors remains minimal."
Overall, the majority of survey participants viewed relief
programs as "generally effective" (48%) or "somewhat effective"
(13%). Only 7% viewed their relief program as "highly effective."
These figures seem to indicate that while progress is being made in
implementing collaborative, timely, and targeted response programs
- much remains to be learned about how such programs can be
improved in the long term. The final section of this chapter examines
suggestions made by relief workers on improving the overall quality
of disaster aid programs.
Figure 6: ProgramEffectiveness
How effective would you describe the overall relief
program?

Highly Not effective
4%
effective
Somewhat
Largely

effective
28%

I

13%

:. ii
I

Generally
effective
48%

Recommendations for Improving the Quality of
Local-Global Coordination in Relief Efforts
Given the challenges in localized disaster response,
practitioners at the international, state and local levels gave a number
of suggestions for improving the overall quality of local-global
coordination in humanitarian relief efforts. These suggestions dealt
with the need for local capacity building and training, logistical
135. Interview with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent (Oct. 28, 2013, 7:13 PM).
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support, improvement in networking and coordination, initiating
planning at the community level, accountability and information
sharing and greater attention to cultural sensitivity and language.

Local Trainingand Capacity Building
The need for greater capacity building in coordination,
planning, and disaster preparedness and risk reduction at the local
level was highlighted by at least eight respondents. One respondent
noted that "capacity building programs [should focus on assisting]
local [communities] to be able to collaborate with international
organizations." 136 This would include training in "strategic decision
making" to enable "more involvement in strategic [planning]."137
Another noted that a need also exists for "effective training for
volunteers. " 138 Elaborating further, one respondent suggested that
international organizations:
1) ... require work or other participation beyond the six-week mark
of a disaster. 2) focus more on cash for work, and make sure local
agencies are well-trained in delivery of such activities 3) Work with
local agencies to build their capacity in... complaints management
4) Convince the biggest players that they must treat concerns of
implementing agencies who remain after the end of disaster
response as significant and use them to inform responses .... 139
Other recommendations focused on decentralized training and
developing local resources. One respondent suggested that the "focus
[should be] on leadership [within [the] country"'140 and that efforts
should be made to "promote HR from around the world and not just
the global north."141 In addition, the focus should be on "systemic
decentralized decision making for response." 142 Another suggested
the need for ongoing training "throughout the country... [of] possible
facilitators such as school teachers or community leaders [in] disaster
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preparedness and action plan[ning]." 143 As one relief worker noted,
"local capacity building for [the goal of] disaster risk reduction is
critical for effective disaster response." 144
Greater Logistical Support at the Local Level
In addition to training and capacity building, several
respondents highlighted the need for enhanced logistical support and
improvement in access to necessary supplies at the local level. In
particular, "stock and medicine and food" as well as "supporting
volunteers" 145 were regarded as key needs. The use of locally sourced
goods "based on the real needs of people on the ground[,] using locally
[placed] human and material resources"1 46 should "be among the
factors to be given high priority." 147 In addition, "matching donor
priorities with [necessary] resources . . . during each phase of
emergencies" 148 is critical. One aid worker noted the need for "reform
of funding channels [and] more reliable and long-term support [rather
than an] outdated . . . project [based approach]" and "increase[d]
149
meaningful participation of target groups."
Improvements in Networking and Coordination
Most respondents had specific suggestions for improving
networking and coordination amongst various actors in disaster
relief. One respondent noted that there is a need for "a more
integrated but decentralized approach" in which "beneficiary
involvement should be central" and "community based
organizations must share a consultative platform with international
NGO's and institutions engaged in relief." 150 This is especially
challenging in situations where "humanitarian aid is needed most"
and "the local, or national, infrastructure is missing or is not
functioning, (ex: Haiti, Syria). The challenge is to offer and deliver
143.
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humanitarian aid but within the limits of [a] country's sovereignty
and find as many local leaders as possible and incorporate them into
151
organizational discussion and decision-making."
As one respondent noted, there is a need for organizations to
"collaborate and work more together, [rather] than separate[ly]" and
to "be more efficient and prevent too many NGOs [from being] in one
place while other [areas] are not receiving help." 152 In this respect,
"hybrid networking" 153 including "vertical and horizontal
coordination and information sharing" 15 4 can be explored. It was also
recommended that coordination processes be simplified by using
"technology to reduce cost" 155 and "be made mandatory at all levels,
most importantly at the headquarter levels." 15 6
Information sharing and centralization through "one
coordination node" 157 and "standardization in assessment formats"
was suggested. 5 8 Respondents similarly noted the need for
"improved coordination" 15 9 particularly in "effective planning and
implementation" 60 and "monitoring and evaluation." 161 One noted,
"I think one of the essential points is that a good discussion happens
and a clear understanding [of] who is able to do what" 162 including
agreement on relief "procedures." 163 Careful "select[ion] of local

partners" 164 was also highlighted along with the need to "establ[ish]
a formal space and voice for the local [community] in response
programming and management." 165 Some suggested that the local
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government might be in a "good position to host a platform to
facilitate coordination in humanitarian relief efforts" 166 given the
167
need for "a steering committee to coordinate all relief efforts."
Some progress has been observed in relief coordination over
the years. One respondent noted that "over the years I have been
seeing massive improvement in response to disasters, more and more
are [international] organizations (the UN mainly) with global
forward operative bases located in key geographical areas [enabling]
1 68
response [with]in hours."

InitiatingPlanningat the Community Level
Perhaps the largest number of respondents had suggestions
centered on improving local collaboration in post disaster response
efforts and "end[ing] client-patron relationships" 169 between
international organization and local actors and "involving partners at
the beginning of planning." 170 One respondent noted that a "key
element of [her organizations] success is "being a local deeply rooted
organization."' 71 Similarly, as another aid worker put it: "the
communities effected must lead the way. Paternalism is ineffective
and unacceptable." 72 Another respondent noted we should "always
start with the local community first and maintain ongoing open
communication as much as possible, while maintaining a system of
accountability." 173 Such community focused planning arises out of a
sense of "respect for local staff involve[d] in community priority
setting."1 74
Specific suggestions on how to facilitate increased local
collaboration centered on creative use of technology, mandating
participation in cluster meetings, and giving funding leverage to local
actors. For example, one aid worked suggested that "local
166.
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involvement should be mandated by the UN for all activities ...
Those at [the] global level should be held accountable for
involvement at [the] local level." 175 One respondent suggested
"replac[ing] bureaucratic info flows and decision making for a
distributed knowledge/crowd sourced system focusing on ensuring
Another emphasized developing
access and usability." 176
accountability mechanisms such that affected communities become
"the stake-holders for their own development - [they should] set their
own priorities (beyond health and safety); allow locally affected
people a mechanism to hold aid agencies accountable [for] providing
or not providing the required aid." 177 One respondent suggested that
when putting this into practice, it is important to "ensure there is a
reason for international organizations to engage in coordination by
providing the local organization with more leverage over the
Encouraging
community
organizations." 178
international
"participation in cluster meetings" 179 was also suggested as a way of
increasing local input.
The objective of locally based planning is that through such
partnership, rather than "simply providing relief and then leaving...
the local [community] should be able to sustain [the programs] by
themselves." 180 One respondent noted that state and civil society
actors should be "in the drivers seat, taking the example of
181
development cooperation."
Locally-based planning also helps to ensure avoiding "the
duplication of resources and programs" by "using local resources
[and] local traditional knowledge." 182 As one aid worker mentioned,
it serves to provide greater integration between long and short-term
planning:
we need to rethink and rework our current practice so that it
becomes driven by locals. We also need to move beyond the
175.
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artificial distinction between "relief" and "development." That
smart, dedicated, well-intentioned, experienced people continue to
insist on this divide indicates that we, as a field, have gone
seriously off the rails. Recipients do not make this distinction.
They do not make it because their lives are the connection between
the short-term and the long-term and whatever is done in their
183
communities has an effect on the future.
Perhaps more critical than disaster response, is disaster
preparedness at the local level. One respondent noted, "it is always
good for international agencies to develop strong contingency plans
with local organizations, particularly in areas vulnerable to disaster
events. Whilst designing these plans[,] it is important that local
organizations have full ownership of these plans so that at the onset
of an emergency event they are able to respond in an effective manner
on an equal footing with the larger international organization." 184
While the majority of respondents agreed that locally based
planning was critical, in some cases, depending on the governance
situation on the ground, leaving "implementation to the local people"
may be challenging since "local administration is hampered by red
tape," as one respondent noted.185 In such cases, the respondent said
"international technical assistance [may be] required to push the
cart.". 186 Another observed that "each case has to be dealt with in
relation to loca[l] contextual aspects. Challenges are always there[,J as
there are no identical situations. Studies, guidelines, protocols, policies
are fine . . .but they need to be universal enough to guide the
application process in each particular context, there is no universal
solution for humanitarian challenges." 187 Furthermore, determining
who represents the 'local voice' must be carefully considered as one aid
worker noted:
A trained local elite in some settings could be better connected to
global thinking and pre-conceptions than to local communities and
therefore are not ideal for representing "local." Mechanisms need
to be in place to avoid that this elite becomes a barrier for
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1 88
participation of the true "local."

Accountability and Information Sharing
Several respondents believed that disaster response could be
improved by "more attention to data [collection]" 189 and "improved
data sharing." 190 Such improvements would enhance "accountability
and transparency" 191 by having a "more open and [transparent] ...
coordination" 192 process.
Accountability, some aid workers
suggested, could be enhanced by the use of "accountability
benchmarks" 193 (like the accountability standards used by
"HAP/Sphere/People in Aid"'194). Likewise, training in such aid
benchmarks (including "Sphere, INEE MS,ALNAP, HAP People in
Aid, etc.) and codes of conduct" 195 would improve "evidence based
planning and implementation." 196
Attitudinal Frameworks:CulturalSensitivity, Humility, and a
Frameworkfor Learning
The final set of suggestions can be grouped into what might
be described as three attitudinal frameworks for disaster response.
These attitudes focused on a service orientation, humility and a
learning approach to disaster response.
With regard to a service orientation, one aid worker suggested
"every 'player' should not be competitive about giving service to the
beneficiaries, [it is] nothing to be bragged about.., just be sincere
[and] be able to perform optimally in the best possible way... [to

ensure] the affected people's needs are met."'197
Secondly, in regard to cultural and language sensitivity, one
aid worker noted that there is a need to "pay attention to context and
188.
189.
190.
191.
192.
193.
194.
195.
196.
197.

Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview

with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent
with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent
with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent
with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent
with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent
with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent
with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent
with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent
with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent
with Disaster Aid Survey Respondent

(May 1, 2013, 4:40 AM).
(May 10, 2013, 4:13 AM).
(May 1, 2013, 4:38 AM).
(Jan. 13, 2014, 5:43 PM).
(Jan. 13, 2014, 4:25 PM).
(Jan. 13, 2014, 3:42 PM).
(Jan. 13, 2014, 3:42 PM).
(Oct. 29, 2013, 6:56 PM).
(Oct. 29, 2013, 6:56 PM).
(Jan. 13, 2014, 5:26 PM).

2015]

Towards Peer Presence in Post-Disaster Governance

culture (e.g., use of language), [and] consideration of [the] fact that one
size does not fit all in services delivered ([for example,] new urban
displacements in Syria, Libya have different expectations to rural IDPs
in Chad)." 198 Another suggested the need for "more investment in real
time translation services. Clusters [need] to make more effort to link
to pre-existing networks. Invest and support national networks before
[a] disaster, not just in the response phase." 199
Finally, an attitude of learning was regarded as critical. In
practice, this would mean, "regular exchange of lesson learn[ed] and
insight[s] gain[ed] among the humanitarian partners... [and] engage
local partner[s] and local communit[ies] with their traditional
200
response skills and knowledge."

Conclusions
This paper explores the attitudes and perceptions of
practitioners working in the field of humanitarian aid and disaster
response. The principal finding of this paper based on survey data, is
that there is a statistically significant correlation between the level of
engagement with a local community and perceived effectiveness of
response. Given that the random nature of disasters and the
multiplicity of players make comprehensive analysis difficult, 201 and
with the small sample size (n = 69) - the purpose of the survey was not
to provide generalizable findings, but rather to offer insights into how
some practitioners are learning from the challenges of effectively
engaging with communities in the wake of disaster response.
Practitioners offered a number of suggestions for improving the
overall quality of local-global coordination in humanitarian relief efforts.
These suggestions were that more training was necessary and
highlighted the need for: local capacity building, logistical support at the
local level, improvement in networking and coordination, initiating
planning at the community level, accountability and information
sharing and greater attention to cultural sensitivity and language.
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The origins and effects of disasters are "global and local at the
same time," 20 2 and reflect the "the humanitarian impulse to care for
people after disaster." 20 3 At the same time, "non governmental
organizations have globalized the response to disaster." Yet, the
"Presence" 2 4 at the
nature and quality of response varies.
international level is more often characterized by sheer and mere
presence (involving 'social visibility' and an "implicit and explicit
show of international concern, resources and actions)" 205 while state
action in some cases is moving toward greater peer presence (focused
20 6
on 'training [community members]").
The findings also speak to the growing literature on resilience,
reflecting that "emergency response teaches people that they must
rely on each other, and... that those who respond first to claims in
disaster are neighbors." 207 At the same time, the findings reflect
cautionary notes by critics of resilience policy - that it not be a
justification for an abdication of responsibility on the part of the state
or a claw back of social welfare responsibilities, 208 or even a source of
disempowerment. 209 The balancing of long-term policy aims of selfsufficiency with acute crisis support will need to remain at the
forefront of policy research in years to come.
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